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Leadership for Systems of Quality

As a practitioner it is your duty to provide children with quality care and education. Quality as stated by Oxford Learners dictionaries (2023) is the standard of something when it is compared to another thing or things of similarity or how or bad something is. However according to Dahlberg (2013) Quality is something everyone wants to have, and everyone wants to offer, while ‘quality’ itself is taken for granted, as ‘something – objective, real, knowable … waiting “out there” to be discovered and measured by experts’ The quality of childcare and education is highly important to those seeking childcare and education as well as those providing it. The Care Inspectorate for Wales (CIW) is the independent regulator for social care and childcare in Wales who made it a legal requirement for settings to be inspected to ensure they were meeting the correct standard of care (CIW,2019). The Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills commonly known as OFSTED is the inspection organisation that inspect education settings. Within the OFSTED education inspection framework there is a section dedicated to the quality of education that is taken into consideration when making a judgement on the setting. This is separated in to three sections of quality: Intent, Implementation, and Impact each is a key aspect in the assurance of quality in education settings (GOV.uk, 2022).

Quality assurance is a used throughout all areas of employment especially education. It is a method to help to make sure that adequate standards of care are being provided and is used in educational settings to carry out quality management. Quality assurance is not only conducted through the inspection of educational and childcare settings but can also be implemented by those who provide education and care to children by completing performance management reviews and staff appraisals (BlueSky, 2021).

In settings across Wales, The Care and Social Services Inspectorate Wales (CSSIW) established the mandatory annual Self-Assessment of Service Statement (SASS) in Wales in 2016. The SASS report was introduced to provide information to the CIW to help to advise the Welsh Government about the development in the childcare and play sector in Wales (CIW,2021). In childcare and educational settings there are various quality assurance schemes that can help to develop the quality of care given to children. One of the quality assurances schemes that can help children from a very young age is Baby Effective Early Learning (BEEL) as well as Effective Early Learning (EEL). BEEL focuses on the learning of children birth to three whilst EEL supports children ages three to six despite supporting children of various ages, they are both based on methods of observation. The EEL scheme is a national development and research initiative which was introduced with the aim to improve the quality of early learning each child is offered in a wide range of education and care settings. It grew out of an increasingly growing need for new procedures to be put in place to evaluate and help improve each young childs early educational experiences in a variety of settings which make up pre-school provision in the UK (Ball, 1994).

The methods of observation used is based on how involved the child is and those who use BEEL, and EEL use a five-point scale, one being absent with a passive attitude and no signs of interest or exploration to five where the child is engrossed in activity with high alertness and enjoyment. These sister programmes were developed by the Centre for Research in Early Childhood (CREC) who supports practitioners and settings on a journey of organisational and professional development. BEEL and EEL is an evidence-based approach to quality improvement and differs from a lot of other quality assurance schemes as it is not a ticking box approach (Nursery World,2012). This programme much like the SASS report is a setting-led self-evaluation. This self-evaluation is conducted by the systematic collection of evidence on how the setting is meeting the National Minimum Standards (2016) assessing the quality of learning and development experiences that is offered to each child (Bertram,T and Pascal,C,2006). CREC postulates that the BEEL and EEL quality assurance scheme is ideal in early childhood settings as it is a time-efficient, quality improvement tool (CREC, No Date). Although, one disadvantage of this scheme is that practitioners need to complete the BEEL and EEL practitioner training before being able to implement it into the setting. This is a limitation due to the potential lack of funding in childcare settings (Bonetti, S, 2022).

The second quality assurance tool that will be discussed is the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being scale commonly abbreviated to SSTEW. SSTEW is used as a means of assessing the quality of childcare and it is for the exact purpose of being used in childcare settings for children between the ages of two and five with the main focus being on the observation of interactions with and between the children. the SSTEW scale uses 5 sub-scales each consisting of seven levels ranging from inadequate to excellent. The five scale ratings are be entered into a ‘scale profile’ that provides practitioners with a visual representation of each of the seven levels, so they can see at a glance any areas that need to be developed further or any areas that are thriving (Hoare,2022). The SSTEW scale is a very different form of quality assurance as it focuses mainly on the practitioner or teacher and their interactions with the child rather than the childs involvement in the setting. support children’s language for thinking and social and emotional well-being. This scale is able to bring together and portrays the crucial message that a child’s early learning is secured through their personal, social, and emotional development (Watch Me Grow, No Date). The SSTEW scale focuses on the pedagogy within the educational setting and the adult’s role in the support of the childs learning and development.

How as practitioners do we support the implementation of the SSTEW scale? As an adult providing care and knowledge for children it is their role to tune in with the child, to listen carefully to what is being said and observe the body language the child or children is using. Another way to support the scale is by showing genuine interest in what the child is doing, ensuring to give them your whole attention whilst maintaining eye contact, smiling, and affirming. Finally, by respecting each individual childs own decision making and their choices by encouraging the elaboration of the child (Mackenzie, 2016) this is turn supports subscale one of the SSTEW scale which outlines the development of trust, confidence, and independence all in line with item one of the SSTEW scale which is ‘Self-regulation and social development’.  The SSTEW scale offers practitioners and teachers the ability to support each child's emotional well-being through the development of positive relationships not only with teacher and practitioner’s but with parents and carers too. These positive relationships between the adults and children as well as between the children themselves helps to provides young children with a secure and safe base for exploration of any interpersonal and intellectual aspects of early education and care and encourages self-regulation (Siraj- -Blatchford,2015).

On the other hand, fundamental to the SSTEW scale is the knowledge and understanding that the adults are required to know each child they work with well and have to develop positive relationships with them in order to successfully engage in sustained shared thinking. In addition, practitioners should have good knowledge of every childs current development, feelings, behaviours, cultural heritage, and achievements as well as their responses to learning or any additional learning needs the child may have. Moreover, the SSTEW scale follows a very similar scoring system to the Environment Rating Scales (ERS) the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) (Harms et al, 2005) and the Infant and Toddler Environment Scale (ITERS) (Harms et al,2003) meaning that the SSTEW scale can be used in combinations with each other to further the development of the setting. If a setting is providing care for children aged three to five years old and are looking at enhancing their practice a combination of ECERS and SSTEW will works well together. If settings working with children below the age of two wish to improve their quality, a combination of both SSTEW and ITERS will work well for the setting. Mac-Leod (2008) suggests that the environment surrounding a child plays a vital role in the childs ability to develop. The environment provides the most opportunities to enable the childs learning which is equally important to the role of the early year’s practitioner. Both indoor and outdoor environments should be used and maintained effectively and to a high standard, filed with purposeful learning opportunities.

To sum up everything that has been stated already, it is evident that there is a vast range of quality assurance schemes that educational settings can use to accurately assess the quality of care they are providing for children in their care. These can vary from systems of inspection and the different inspection organisations that can be used dependant on the setting. Along with the differentiation of inspection organisations there is a multitude of outside agencies, courses and schemes that can help those who are looking for quality childcare for their children or even those who are providing the care. Each educational or childcare setting will follow their own range of each of these that will work best for their way of management and can also depend on their leadership style. It is also clear that high quality childcare and education is of high importance to not only practitioners but the parents of the children alike which is why the quality assurance is an area that is thoroughly inspected in childcare as it is known that the early interactions children have and relationships, they form during this time is plays a key part in their academic attainment in their educational career actively demonstrating the significant impact early years practitioners have on children and how important it is for their care to be of high quality. Quality care for children will help every child to develop holistically which is what every early year practitioner wants for the children they support.
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