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Leadership and management for systems on quality

Part B – Reflective written piece

According to Moss (2016) the term ‘quality’ is subject to interpretation, meaning there are varying definitions and understandings. Because of this, it is deemed ambiguous, which makes it difficult to explain. However, this written assignment sets out to gain greater understanding and knowledge of what ‘quality’ means within the EY’s workplace, whilst critically analysing two chosen tools in which can help provide quality assurance in hope of creating and implementing practices that go above and beyond the national minimum standard within EY’s settings. If practice is done well it will result in quality childcare and development. 


Quality:
The term ‘quality’ within Early Years settings has been an on-going discussion internationally for decades says Dahlberg et al (2007), not only by practitioners, but by stakeholders such as parents, managers, governments and children. This broad range of perspectives causes some difficulty in knowing what that quality care within settings should look like (Woodhead, 2000). In 1998, The National Childcare Strategy, a government initiative, came into force when realising that the EY’s needed more focus and support when developing, expanding, implementing and sustaining childcare settings (UK Child Care, no date). 

This National Childcare Strategy set targets to support high quality childcare provision throughout the UK, which was led by the Department of Education and Employment (The National Archives, 1995-2006), which later became the Department of Education (2023). This policy firmly believed that focusing on certain factors would increase quality care, such as; Voluntary, private and public sector involvement causing diversity, childcare accessibility to disadvantaged families, ALN inclusion, equal opportunities for varied cultures, ethnicities and religions, quality staff, affordability, integration of early years education with care, and strong partnerships with stakeholders (UK Child Care, no date). By adhering to this policy, Nursery World (2001) believed it would create quality care and better outcomes for children and families. However, does meeting national minimum standards for regulated childcare (Welsh Government, 2016) define care as being ‘quality’?

Minimum standards ensure health and safety of children, duration of settings, staff qualification levels, and policy to shape employee’s behaviour (OECD, no date). According to Bennett (2011) this is deemed as minimum quality care and education. According to Tanner et al (2006) ‘quality care’ has become a generic term, one in which is heavily promoted through ‘standards, targets and various quality assurance procedures’. Maclure and Raddon (2007) believes that this is a narrow-minded way of thinking; that ultimately marginalises other possibilities and meaning of ‘quality care’. However, Tanner et al (2006) also believed that the term ‘quality’ is defined by EY’s contexts and practitioner’s values and beliefs. Cottle and Alexander (2012) concurred through a study completed that practitioner’s perspectives of ‘quality’ depended on children’s experiences, the right staff, and positive relationships with parents. 

Reflective practice is fundamental when assessing the quality of care given in an EY’s setting (Gunning, 2022). This reflection should be an honest, critical analysis and evaluation of practice, identifying the impact on positive outcomes for children (Reed and Canning, 2010). If positive outcomes cannot be identified through why, what, how questions, then it is vital positive change is brought in. PACEY (2016) agrees in the importance of practice being continually challenged, modified, developed and improved. High quality practice and critical evaluation should be part of every EY’s setting and routine says Bland (2023).


Two methods-
If all childcare settings align their values and practices with the Childcare Act (2006) high quality early learning and care will be experienced by all children and families, resulting in improved, positive outcomes. According to the National Strategies (1997-2011) children experiencing high quality care develop better socially, emotionally, and cognitively to that of children experiencing poor quality provision. For this very reason, it is vital all practitioners strive to give children the most exceptional care possible within Early Year’s settings.

Environment Rating Scales:

The environmental rating scales have been designed to assess the quality of provision within early years settings using a 7 point scale ranging from 1 being inadequate quality of care to 7 being excellent quality of care. According to ERS (no date) quality can be observed and assessed through child-adult and peer interactions, child engagement with materials, resources and activities, and features such as space and routine. It is believed that by following these environmental scales that children’s developmental outcomes can be more positive through focusing on three basic needs all children have: protection for their health and safety, building positive relationships, and opportunities for stimulation and learning from experience (Early Education, 2012). According to Lester (2012) For quality of care to be enhanced each of these three basic needs must be met, which aligns with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory. By observing, assessing, understanding and concluding if and how children’s needs are being met, intentional improvements and changes to the environments can be made with the desire to see quality childcare developed and enhanced (ERS, no date). These scales are based on a Piagetian ecological theory of child development and the environment says Moore et al (2003). Piaget believed that cognitive development in children was not based merely on acquiring knowledge, but through their surrounding world and environment states Cherry (2022).

The two environmental scales I will be analysing are the ECERS-3 (Early childhood environment scale, third edition, aged between 3 and 5 year olds) and ITERS-3 (Infant/Toddler environment rating scale, third edition, aged between birth and 3 years) scale (ERS, no date). Both the ITERS-3 and ECERS-3 environmental scales are assessed by 6 subscales: space and furnishings, personal care routines, language and literacy, learning activities, interaction and program structure. These are then narrowed further with ‘items’ such as indoor space, room arrangement, toileting/nappy changes, music and movement, fine and gross motor and free play to name but a few (Vermeer et al, 2016). 

According to Nursery World (2012) both the ECERS and ITERS can help a setting see what they are doing well and where specific improvements might need to be made. An example of the environmental scale being positively used within an EY’s setting was in a nursery in West Yorkshire. Trained and qualified professionals went through these scales within this EY’s setting and quickly came to realise that their handwashing routine scored low, this was since they helped children wash their hands after toileting and before snack time, but never on arrival of the premises, after playing outside or after playing in the sand/water pit. These environmental scales proved to them that they could better their handwashing routines thus creating quality of care within this aspect (Vermeer et al, 2016). Therefore, these scales can pinpoint specific aspects that might score as inadequate or minimal EY’s practice which can then help support and encourage an EY’s team to implement simple changes which can create quality care says Setodji et al (2017).

Using the environmental scales within a personal setting through internal self-assessment rather than that of external assessment could prove more of a hindrance than a successful tool says Roodt and Reinecke (no date). This could be due to wanting to see the best within a provision and team, personal biases, or unable to see the negatives or poor practice due to familiarity (Peterson and Elam, 2020). There might also be limitations due to having poor training on how to correctly observe and assess using the ITERS and ECERS scales (Early Years Newsletter, 2019), causing unknowing blind spots which will cause a lack within quality care. However, Clifford and Reszka (2010) explain that extensive training is available alongside follow-up checks to encourage consistency, accuracy and reliability when using these scales within EY’s settings.

Both the ITERS and ECERS scales were associated with children’s positive developmental outcomes and academic achievements states Setodji et al (2017), however could this be due to positive changes made because of poor quality results on environmental scales or the consistency of practice given through knowledgeable and highly trained staff. According to Moore et al (2003) the best quality care is not had through materials and the environment but through specially trained staff in child development and early childhood education. Setodji et al (2017) believes that too much emphasis is had on the environment through using these scales and because of this should not be used in isolation to determine quality of care. According to Vermeer et al (2016) research shows that high quality childcare has advantages for child development. In which case, is quality care attained by quality environment, quality staff or both simultaneously.  However, Zellman, Perlman and Le (2008) believe that higher thresholds of quality measured through the ITERS and ETERS through both environment and highly trained staff will inevitably better child developmental outcomes. 

Furthermore, Sabol and Pianta (2014) believe because of the major focus on the environment had through assessing with the ITERS and ECERS scales there is not enough focus on teaching processes or trusted attachments had between children and EY’s practitioners. Both aspects facilitate and encourage social-emotional and cognitive development which in turn engages children in learning states Cassidy et al (2005).

Another criticism is that these environmental scales are not compatible in all countries globally. Due to the scales being designed and developed within the United States of America, Mathers, Singler, and Karemaker (2012) believe that they are not suitable and relevant for all non-American early year’s settings. For example, rural African countries may not have all the furnishings, carpeted space or outdoor facilities that a richer country might have. Equally, an EY’s setting based in the middle of a city-centre with very little outdoor space may not give room for children to explore and investigate natural outdoor surroundings. Both example settings could be classed as rural, resource-constrained environments. In both cases this could limit high scores and ratings on the ITERS and ECERS scales but in an unjust capacity (Helmerhorst et al, 2014). The lack of outdoors space, resources and furnishings should not necessarily limit children’s development and positive outcomes. Because of this, the scales could be criticised for not having the ability to observe and assess all facilities equally, justly and with equity (Peterson and Elam, 2020). Reminding oneself that all settings are created with a community people-group in mind – in which case, these scales cannot be a ‘one size fits all’ assessment tool.

To conclude, in alignment with the UNCRC (no date) I believe that all children have the right to a good education, one in which encourages holistic child development, through giving a wide range of educational and play opportunities that support unique personalities, skills and understanding. This is not necessarily dependent on an assessment tool score, but leans more towards the knowledgeable, caring and highly trained early years practitioner noted in Entrust (2020). If practitioners are child-centred, knowing the children in their care well, whilst supporting them and their families through their learning journeys then children will be impacted emotionally, mentally, socially and cognitively, which will in turn produce positive and greater outcomes as they transition through school life says Gaunt (2012).
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