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Leadership for Systems of Quality- Part B

Effective development of young children depends on high-quality early childhood care. It is essential to comprehend what factors influence high-quality provision in order to provide children with the best possible start in life. This reflection will be looking into the importance of quality and how environmental rating scales can achieve higher outcomes. 

What is Quality?

[bookmark: OLE_LINK28]In order to support young children’s academic and social development, Leana et al. (2009) state that high-quality care and a stable workforce of childcare educators for children from all backgrounds are linked to better educational and developmental outcomes for children. To support this, Department for Children, Schools and Families (2008) state children who experience high-quality early years provisions are well placed to achieve better outcomes in schools and develop better social, emotional and cognitive abilities necessary for life-long learning.  

[bookmark: OLE_LINK21][bookmark: OLE_LINK1]The idea of ‘quality’ in early childhood services has been the subject of international debate, according to Cottle and Alexander (2012). Although Ho et al. (2010) state many scholars argue that positive experiences in early childhood lay the groundwork for young children’s future development, Cottle and Alexander (2012) acknowledge that it is interesting to note how rarely the term ‘quality’ is defined, implying an assumption that there is a clear and agreed-upon model of what constitutes quality practitioners and childcare providers. However, as stated by Fisher and Wood (2012) in the UK, government involvement in early childhood education has increased significantly with the goal of enhancing both child outcome and service quality. 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK24]To support this, two significant projects were found in major studies conducted by Blatchford and Sylva (Siraj-Blatchford, 2002) that investigated the quality of early childhood education and development. One is the Effective Provision of Pre-school Education (EPPE) study, and the other is the Researching Effective Pedagogical in the Early Years (REPEY). The two studies provide a large-scale sequential and explanatory mixed method research investigating pedagogy in 14 Foundation Stage settings (Siraj-Blatchford and Sylva, 2004).  

[bookmark: OLE_LINK4][bookmark: OLE_LINK5][bookmark: OLE_LINK6]In accordance with Sylva et al. (2004:1) and Siraj-Blatchford and Sylva (2004), the EPPE project was the first major longitudinal study to follow the process of approximately 3000 children, aged 3 years plus, in 141 pre-schools across England, carried out from 1997 to 2004 and subsequentially extended to 2014 (Institute of Education, date unknown). Within the EPPE study, Sylva et al. (2004:3) raises a question whether high-quality preschool programs affect young children’s intellectual and social behaviour. This was a crucial component of the EPPE study. Which according to data, using standardised rating scales, observations of the quality of each setting revealed a correlation between improved academic and social/behavioural outcomes at school entry. The nature of staff-child interactions received particular consideration; staff members who were kind and cared about each child’s needs were more likely to make progress, as implied by Sylva et al. (2004:3). 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK25][bookmark: OLE_LINK7]What is more, in line with Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2002) the REPEY study was designed to determine which foundational pedagogical approaches work best for young children’s learning and development. In addition to this, Siraj-Blatchford and Sylva (2004) asserts the REPEY study provided an opportunity to extend the EPPE project qualitative analysis further with naturalistic and systematic observations and focus group discussions. Within the research Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2002) found highly effective settings encouraged ‘sustained shared thinking’ and within these investigations of adult-child interactions it was apparent sustained shared thinking periods are necessary to achieve an effective early year’s settings. According to Blatchford and Sylva (2004), open-ended questioning is linked to higher cognitive achievement, and adult modelling frequently involves prolonged periods of sustained shared thinking.

Quality Assurance 

The ‘Building a Brighter Future’ plan (Welsh Government, 2013) highlights how research shows us that high-quality early education and care created more long-term benefits for children and significantly influences their future life chances.  Furthermore, Standard 18 of the National Minimum Standards (Welsh Government, 2016:43) specify that early year’s provisions have effective quality assurance and quality monitoring systems are in place and continuously monitored, providing they meet the requirements of Regulations 16- review of quality of care. 

Mercer (2000) states quality assurance aims to improve standards by enabling practitioners to help themselves. They encourage practitioners to assess their own practice, compare it to desired standards, and develop accordingly. Twinkl (2023) assures, quality assurance is particularly important to ensure that schools are developed and functioning in accordance with their curriculum and applicable standards. However, one of the criticisms of quality assurance systems stated by Allais (2017:12) is that they lead to settings putting all their energy and efforts into compliance, in order to get accreditation, instead of thinking creatively and consciously about quality. In accordance with Quality for All (2020v) creating a high-quality childcare is an ongoing process which involves reflecting, monitoring and effective practice. Excellent planning and organisation of practitioners in a setting enables staff to provide a safe and enriched service for all children in their care. 

In line with Care Inspectorate Wales (2019) quality and improvement are at the heart of the Regulation and inspection of Social Care (Wales) Act 2016. Providers of childcare services are required to have efficient systems in place to track, evaluate, and enhance the level of care and support offered, ensuring services deliver high-quality care and support, when inspecting the quality of services, inspectors will generally consider four core themes, these include well-being, care and support, environment, and leadership and management. 

Environmental Rating Scales

[bookmark: OLE_LINK8]Environmental rating scales are an observational assessment method for evaluating a settings process quality. Due to their clearly defined levels of quality, environmental rating scales are regarded as a ‘roadmap’ to quality improvement. (NH Connections, 2023; and Environment Rating Scale, date unknown).

[bookmark: OLE_LINK9][bookmark: OLE_LINK26]In line with Cottle and Alexander (2012) indicators for evaluating the quality of early years settings have included rating scales such as Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) measuring factors relating to process and structure, together with a focus on developmental outcomes. Another scale, indicated by Howard et al. (2018) is the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) scale, designed to assess the quality of interactions in early childhood education and care. It incorporates developmental theories and effective practice-based process quality dimensions. 

Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale- ECERS

[bookmark: OLE_LINK10][bookmark: OLE_LINK27]Stated by Ishimine and Tayler (2013), research indicates that high-quality programmes improve and maintain children’s developmental outcomes over time. The Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scale (ECERS) is known for its use in the EPPE project, where it supported the exploration on the connections between quality arrangements in the early years and children’s later development (Ecersuk, date unknown). In line with Harms et al. (2005) designed for preschool and childcare settings serving children aged 2½ through 5, ECERS is a widely used programme quality assessment tool which can be used by teaching staff for self-reflection, or by agency staff for monitoring.  The rating scale is particularly useful for program evaluation or research due to its established validity and reliability, providing a structural approach to evaluating the quality of learning environments. (Community-University Partnership for the Study of Children, Youth, and families, 2011; and Harms, et al., 2005). 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK11]Items evaluated within the ECERS subscales assess a variety of aspects that influence the learning environment, this can include curriculum, adult-child interactions, environment and teaching practices (Brunsek et al., 2017). In accordance with Harms et al. (2005:2) and Clifford and Reszka (2010) through observations, ECERS process quality has been found to be more predictive of child outcomes than structural quality indicators such as staff to child ratio, group size, and the cost and type of care.

[bookmark: OLE_LINK12][bookmark: OLE_LINK13]However, analysis found by Setodji et al. (2019), there were no levelling-off effects on ECERS subscales that focused on teachers and caregiving processes rather than the physical environment. These results suggest that the ECERS ratings may only be useful for identifying associations with children’s outcomes in certain score ranges or subscales. According to Calder (1995), one of the issues with ECERS was the meaning of particular scale items and minimum standards. Stating implicit theoretical assumptions, and the need to take into account not only the experiences of the child, but also those of workers and parents when evaluating quality were also limitations.

Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing- SSTEW scale

[bookmark: OLE_LINK14][bookmark: OLE_LINK15][bookmark: OLE_LINK16]In the field of high-quality interactions, the SSTEW scale was developed as a tool to bridge the knowledge gap between research and practice and to promote sustainability, integrity and comprehension (Howard, et al., 2018). However, the Study of Early Educational Development (SEED) research uses the SSTEW scale to examine how adults support children’s language for thinking and social and emotional well-being, and the quality of provision and practice relating to sustained shared thinking and emotional well-being of children (Watch me Grow, date unknown). What is more, Children’s Services central (2021) state sustained shared thinking is most strongly associated with Vygotsky's work, as he argued that an educator support in a child's "zone of proximal development" (ZPD) extends a child's learning beyond what they can achieve on their own.

[bookmark: OLE_LINK29]In accordance with to Kingston and Siraj (2015) and Victoria State Government (2020), the SSTEW scale focuses in particular on the nature of relationships between children and adults as well as between the children themselves. It takes into account how adults respond to children and the way they consciously promote children’s development and their learning. The curriculum includes the SSTEW scale, which was developed in conjunction with international Quality Rating Scales to evaluate quality in all five areas of child development.  The SSTEW scale is built for research, reflection, self-improvement and audit. 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK30][bookmark: OLE_LINK17][bookmark: OLE_LINK18][bookmark: OLE_LINK31]Siraj-Blatchford (2005) believes there is a strong association with sustained shared thinking and high-quality teaching and learning for young children. Identified in the results of the REPEY study, Siraj-Blatchford (2002) found that although children spent most of their time in small groups, observations indicate that sustained shared thinking was most likely to occur when children interacted with an adult on a one-to-one basis. Likewise, Children’s Services Central (2021) also state though the findings of the EPPE study’s focus on one-to-one interactions between adults and children, sustained shared thinking has since been recognised as valuable on a broader scale involving educators and groups of children as well as between groups of children.

Comparison in Environmental Scales

Using the SSTEW scale and ECERS together provides a more complete picture of what quality early childhood care and education looks like (Victoria State Government, 2020). However, in comparison, Hoare (date unknown) states SSTEW scales build on ECERS as they focus on the pedagogy within the setting and the adult’s role in supporting development. The ECERS and SSTEW scales share a similarity in subscales. The ECERS apparatus consists of 7 subscales: “space and furnishing, personal care routines, language reasoning, activities, interactions, programme structure, and parents and staff” (Environment Rating Scales Institute, date unknown). Whereas the SSTEW scales have 5: “building trust confidence and independence, social and emotional wellbeing, supporting and extending language and communication, supporting learning and critical thinking, and assessing learning and language” (Victoria State Government, 2020). 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK19]Brodie (2015) also recognises the structure and concept of these scales are recognisable to anyone who has utilised the ECERS. In a nutshell, each item is given a rating between 1 and 7 based on three observations.  However, on the other hand, Howard et al’s. research (2018), the areas of learning and development and content/subject knowledge covered by the subscales are the most notable distinctions between the scales.  A ‘snapshot’ of curricular knowledge and the children’s literacy, mathematical, science and exploration development areas are provided by ECERS. Typically, the topics covered fall under the cognitive and academic domains of development. As opposed to this, Stewart (2015) emphasises previous quality rating scales have focused on environmental and routine aspects but look fairly briefly at the quality of relationships and interactions. On the other hand, Purdon (2014) states the nature of thinking skills, the pedagogy of thinking skills, including links to language development, co-constructions, and the adult role, including links to the Zone of Proximal Development, are just a few of the topics that fall under the sustained shared thinking concept and require further investigation. However, Stewart (2015) continues to express the SSTEW Scale goes further by defining not only the learning behaviours and learning attitudes that characterise effective learning, but what adults actually do to support the emotional wellbeing of their children.

Conclusion

[bookmark: OLE_LINK20]In conclusion, providing a high-quality provision has the greatest benefits. A child’s early years are extremely significant. Insufficient foundations can have a detrimental impact on children’s development, as overwhelming evidence suggests that foundations are established in the early years of life. The quality of a child’s early guidance and care has a significant impact on their future choices, achievements, well-being and resilience.  Environmental rating scale are observational assessors for measuring the quality of a program's process. The purpose of ECERS is to provide an objective vehicle for research-based practice and as a tool designed to assess the quality of early learning environments designed for specific groups of children. However, the SSTEW scale is based on ECEERS. They focus on environmental pedagogy, the role of adults in supporting learning and development, and look at high-quality interactions between children, while ECERS focuses on the physical environment. 


