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Quality In Early years 

Introduction
Quality is the standard of care provided within an early years setting. Birthto5Matters (n.d) 
 acknowledges the importance of quality improvement and effective leadership, which sits 
alongside the four principles within the early years ensuring effective practice in care, development 
and learning of children, this also applies to quality of leadership. 
What is Quality?
Birthto5Matters (n.d) further suggests that having an enabling environment that not only supports 
children and families but also includes professionals and staff. Additionally, offering staff
opportunities to develop further training and develop their skills. 
Palaiologou (2023) agrees with Birthto5Matters but further suggests that 
quality is about continuously improving outcomes and putting children at the forefront of 
everything. However, defining quality in education is often a misconception, as it involves 
searching for universal standards and consensus where none truly exist (Dahlberg, Moss and 
Pence 2024). Dahlberg () also states that we are living in an age of quality, where everybody 
wants and haves something. However, Eadie et al ( 2024) states that the quality of early childhood 
education and care I placed into three areas structural quality, where staff qualification, staff-child 
ratio and the learning environment is considered if it is quality, process quality is based around the,
children’s experiences, the teachers strategies and the social-emotional support that is offered and 
lastly the systems quality which consists of the governance, regulatory standards and investments 
and if they contribute to the quality of care in education, although each area offers high quality 
practice, there is still a need for a better understanding on how we improve quality and enhance 
the learning and development outcomes for all children (Eadie et al 2024). However, Effective Pre-
school, Primary, and secondary Education Project (EPPSE) suggests that effective outcomes is 
based on the child, for example verbal comprehension scores, or reading, but although it is 
necessary, it is seen as an insufficient component of quality on its own (Taggart et al 2015). To 
identify quality of education the Effective Pre-school Primary and Education Project (EPPE) 
applied environment rating scales along with multilevel analysis, to explain the progress and 
development of children within early years, theses were identified as ‘good’ and ‘excellent’ based 
on the child’s outcomes Siraj-Blatchford et al (2008). The use of the EPPE project evidence 
showed there was high quality within the early years which made a significant difference to the
learning outcomes.


Why is it important?
Siraj-Blatchford et al (2008) research also found that the EPPE 
project showed high equality education and that it could help with the effects of social 
disadvantages and help provide a better start for children when they started school. Therefore, it 
showed the importance of investing in good quality education within the early years. Ofsted (2023) 
suggests that having quality within early years setting is important because it can have a positive 
impact on the children’s development, future learning and their well-being, setting the foundation 
for a successful future. Additionally, providing quality can also have a positive impact on 
relationships between children, staff and parents, which is important for a supportive and nurturing 
environment (Ofsted 2023). Melhuish and Gardner (2019) agreed with Ofsted but also states that 
positive benefits are more likely within Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) experiences 
are high quality, and that evidence show’s that the quality of ECEC is important for developing 
children’s future education, cognitive and behavioural issues. 

Review of ECERS-3
Harms, Clifford and Cryer (2015a) p1 explains what and how the Early childhood Environmental 
Rating  Scale (ECERs-3). It is a tool used to assess the quality in early years within the setting,
evaluating the environment and teacher-child interactions. The assessment is split into six areas 
space and furnishings, personal care, language-reasoning, activities, interactions and program 
structure.
 One of the key advantages of Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scales (ECERS-3) is its 
ability to provide a structured and standardized measure of quality in early years settings. By 
assessing multiple aspects of the environment and teacher-child interactions, it helps educators 
identify areas for improvement and enhance children's learning experiences. 
Additionally, ECERS-3 has been updated to better predict child outcomes, ensuring that the focus 
remains on a range of developmental areas (Harms, Clifford, & Cryer, 2015b, p.2). Clifford et al ( 
2021) agrees to a degree but also suggests that the ECERS-3 used the Bronfenbrenner’s 
Mesosystem in examining the influences of early childhood within the environment, but also 
agrees that overtime changes take place, therefore these need to be included within the ECERS-3 
scoring. The use of a clear 1–7 scoring system provides a measurable way to determine the 
overall quality of a setting.
Harms, Clifford, and Cryer (2015c, p.7) describe the observation process, which lasts for three 
hours without interruption. Additional time may be added if needed to examine materials and gross 
motor areas. The observation starts with the assessor recording the time, and notes can be logged 
throughout the session. Each section consists of four indicators, each scored as yes, no, or N/A. 
At the end of the observation, the total scores determine the quality rating: 1 (inadequate), 3 
(minimal), 5 (good), or 7 (excellent) (Harms, Clifford, & Cryer, 2015).

Despite its benefits, there are some disadvantages to using ECERS-3. One concern is that 
indicator scores may not always reflect the daily reality of an early years setting. External factors, 
such as weather conditions which may prevent outdoor play or a neurodiverse child struggling 
with regulation due to environmental changes, can impact the observation results ( Early et al 
2018) Additionally, ECERS-3 is a time-consuming and intensive process, requiring a trained 
assessor. However, even with training, assessors may interpret indicators differently, leading to 
potential scoring inconsistencies or bias (Clifford et al 2021).
According to Buckley, Martin and Curtain (2020) another limitation is that feedback from parents or 
stakeholders may be influenced by social expectations. Some parents may feel pressured to 
provide positive responses, while others may lack the knowledge to evaluate quality education 
accurately. This can result in feedback that does not truly reflect their perspectives.

Review of Leuven Scale 

Leuven scale is an assessment tool that was created by Ferre Laevers in 1980. It is used to 
measure emotional, well-being and involvement of children within the early years setting. The 
Leuven scale is based on a point system, this is done through observations whilst the children are 
engaged in an activity (Main 2021).
The scale is made of points from one to five, five being the highest score where the child is fully 
engaged and one is the lowest score on the child showing least engagement, when the highest 
score is given, it shows the practitioners that the activities being provided can be measured as 
higher quality provision (Macrae and Jones 2020a).
According to woods (2016) the Leuven scale is centred around children and their holistic 
Development, ensuring children have a positive experiences, focusing on the individual child and 
not treating each child as the same, pushing practitioners to be adaptive and reactive to the 
individual child’s well-being, and emotions and to continuously reflect on their practice and the 
environment and the child’s experiences. Therefore, the scale can help practitioners to be able to 
identify weaknesses and strengths within the areas of development. Additionally, leading 
practitioners to be able to identify and gain an understanding of each child’s emotions, knowing 
when a child is happy or sad. Therefore, empowering children to be active participants in their 
learning, promoting a safe, secure and valued experiences (woods 2016).
Despite the benefits, there are some disadvantages to using the Leuven scale. One of the 
concerns is children with additional learning needs or from cultural background, the scale can be 
inaccurate, due to language barriers or a child being non-verbal as the descriptions used within 
the scale are not as present compared to a nondiverse child or child from another culture (Macrae 
and Jones 2020b). This could fall into Bowlby’s theory of attachment, that children present 
different behaviours across the board, and that is important for a child to feel secure 
for their emotional and social development, according to Bosmans et al (2022) this is shown in the Leuven scale as it focuses on the child’s emotional, social and well-being, this can help practitioners to provide a supportive and nurturing environment, ensuring positive and healthy attachments. Another concern is practitioners perspective can vary from person to person, which can lead to inconsistent and biases to scoring influences. The Leuven scale can also be time consuming, therefore, practitioners may not be able to make an in depth assessment due to busy settings and timings. However, practitioners require proper training to be able to understand the scoring scale effectively (Macrae and Jones 2020), not having a full understanding can lead to misinterpretation of well-being and involvement, this can lead to inaccurate scoring, therefore, when assessments are misinterpreted, areas of well-being and involvement can be missed, this can be down to lack of funding and resources, these can cause implications to implementing changes (Gawish and Main 2021).  

Conclusion
The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS-3) and the Leuven Scale both play important roles in assessing quality in early years settings. The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS-3) is structured and offers a standard approach in evaluating the learning environment, interactions between practitioner and child, and the overall structure, using a clear scoring system, it gave insight that helped practitioners to identify their strengths and enable them to improve areas showing weakness. Additionally, the frameworks ensure focus is on developmental outcomes, reinforcing the importance in early childhood education. However, Early Childhood Environmental Ratings (ECERS-3) has limitations, with the potential to inconsistent scoring among assessors and challenges within the realities of the setting. Influences like weather conditions, children’s additional needs and changes within the environment can influence observations, making it difficult to gain an accurate representation of quality. Furthermore, coupled with the need for training assessors, and timing of assessment can create practical barriers to the implementation of scoring. 
Similarly, the Leuven Scale provides perspective by focusing on the children’s emotional well-being and engagement, rather than looking at the physical environment. This type of assessment allows practitioners to assess the child’s involvement in participating in activities, offering insight into how effective the experiences are. The Leuven Scale promotes individual support and encourages practitioners to adapt their practice, to meet the needs of each child’s emotional and social development. This aligns with the attachment theory on the importance of safe and nurturing relationships to development. However, the Leuven Scale is not without its challenges. The criteria is not totally inclusive  to neurodiverse or cultural diverse children, so may not show an accurate reflection on experiences. Additionally, the practitioners interpretation may lead to variations and reduce reliability in scoring. Furthermore, the observational process can be time consuming, requiring dedicated time and training to ensure accurate assessments are undertaken, limiting the scales effectiveness in implementing improvements. 
While both provide valuable insights the effectiveness depends on the training provided, implementations and the use of additional evaluating strategies. To create high quality within early years settings, practitioners should use the tools provided, with ongoing reflective practice, with input from parents, children and outside professionals. With addressing the limitations and building on the strengths the Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scales (ECERS-3) and the Leuven Scale, ensures early childhood practitioners create a more inclusive, adaptable and nurturing learning environment that support the needs of the children. 
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