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Leadership and Management for systems of quality
It is recognised that a high-quality provision in the earliest of years is significant in giving children the best possible start in life (Welsh Government, 2024). According to Reed and Walker (2015) and Moss (2014) the definition of ‘quality’ can be difficult to put into words and can cause dispute. Cottle and Alexander (2012) share a similar view, stating that the term ‘quality’ is used widely, yet it is rarely defined, suggesting an assumption that there is a recognised model of what produces quality. Birth to 5 matter (2025) and Dahlberg et al (2007) agree but go further to suggest that ‘quality’ refers to the standards, practices and environments that support the healthy development of children. Cottle and Alexander (2012) say that what constitutes ‘quality’ is its status, promoted through national goals, standards and practices. This paper will critically reflect on the benefits and limitations of additional methods of promoting and ensuring ‘quality’ that goes beyond statutory requirements. 
Literature usually refers to two elements of quality, the first being process quality based on relationships, with the second being structural quality focusing on the systems in place (Birth to 5 matters, 2025; Eadie et al, 2024). According to Gromada and Richardson (2021, cited in Birth to 5 matters, 2025) the best indicators of structural quality might be, the level of qualifications and experience among staff, the adult to child ratios and adherence to regulations, policies and procedures. The significance of qualifications of staff and its links between high quality provision was identified in a report by Cathy Nutbrown. The Nutbrown Review (2012) commissioned by the Sutton Trust emphasised that the quality of staff within the early years workforce can determine the quality of experiences provided for children in early years setting (Sellgren, 2019; Burns, 2020). Fisher (2024) outlines that process quality embodies the role of the adult to uncover the child’s strengths, interests and approaches to learning. Process quality and the role of the adult links very closely to the child-centred approach adopted by both Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Loris Malaguzzi (Birth to 5 matters 2025).
Quality within early childhood education and care is paramount with research suggesting that how a child develops in the first years of life can influence lifelong learning and development and determine the level of success they can achieve further on in life (Spieb, 2013; Misirliyan, Boehning and Shah, 2023; Karacochuk et al, 2018; Leadsom, 2020). Furthermore, Save the Children (2016) and Leadsom (2020) state that the earliest years are a time of rapid growth within the brain and during this period many of the psychological and physiological functions of the body are developed. Providing quality in early years education and care involves supporting children in a nurturing, safe, and stimulating environment that encourages their holistic development, guided by trained professionals who create enriching and responsive learning experiences (Eadie et al, 2024; Welsh Government, 2015). By and large, the ability to recognise and advance the needs and interest of each child and provide quality of care relies upon a high standard of structural and process quality (Birth to 5 matters, 2025). Systems are designed to enhance the quality of early childhood services, to ensure that children have optimal care and education during the most critical years. Literature argues that if the systems that should support quality are not effective, they can be of a detriment, rather than enhance the quality of children’s educational experiences (Evetts, 2013; Sims and Waniganayake, 2015). Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (2024) share a similar view but go further to suggest that the concept of ‘quality’ cannot accommodate some issues, including the perspectives of all stakeholders, subjectivity and diversity. This paper will critically reflect on the benefits and limitations of two additional methods of promoting and ensuring ‘quality’ that goes beyond statutory requirements. 
The following section will explain the purpose of the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being scale (SSTEW) and the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS).  The ECERS quality rating scale includes dimensions of both process and structural quality and is used in settings who care for children between 0 to 5 years. It evaluates various aspects of the learning environment, including physical space, health and safety, relationships and the overall atmosphere of the setting (Early et al, 2018; Gordon et al, 2015). The scale provides a criterion that rates factors within the environment on a scale of 1-7, with a higher score indicating a higher level of care (Mayer and Beckh, 2016). The SSTEW quality rating scale was designed for settings caring for children between 2-5 years, it uses aspects of process quality and assesses the interactions and engagement of educators and peers, encouraging strong relationships, aspects of self-regulation and effective communication (Siraj et al, 2023).  The following section will compare and contrast the ECERS and SSTEW scale. 
According to Eadie et al (2024) both quality rating scales are widely used and provide opportunities to enhance all children’s learning and development. This shows regard for the United Nations Convention on the rights of the child, article 6 and 29, which identify that every child has the right to have their individual needs met and education should help them to develop to their full potential (UNICEF, 2019).  Additional both scales are measured through scoring systems with the higher score being a higher level of quality (Gordon et al, 2015 Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, E, 2023). A further similarity is that both scales look at the quality of interactions between adults and children, however, in contrast the ECERS offers a more comprehensive evaluation of the entire learning environment (Mayer and Beckh, 2016) whilst SSTEW focuses primarily on the interactions that support cognitive development and emotional well-being (Howard et al, 2020). The following sections will outline the advantages and disadvantages of both scales. 
Firstly, the ECERS quality rating scale assesses multiple dimensions of the early childhood environment, including physical space, materials, interactions, and curriculum, which can give teachers and practitioners a more holistic outlook of the quality of the service (Early et al, 2018; Gordon et al, 2015). The significance of a holistic approach to learning is recognised within the new curriculum for Wales, it outlines that the key to holistic learning and meaningful experiences are the three ‘enablers,’ the enabling adults, the engaging experiences and the effective environment (Welsh Government, 2023). The importance of the environment as a child’s third teacher link very closely to the work of early years educational theorists Jean Piaget and Maria Montessori. Piaget, a Swiss psychologist known for his work on child development, believed that learning and intellectual development occurs through a child’s interactions with the environment (Hebe, 2017). Additionally, Montessori an Italian physician and educator believed that a carefully prepared environment can facilitate a child’s learning. However, within the Early Years Outcome Framework Welsh government adopt a Results-Based Accountability (RBA) approach, to identify and monitor outcomes for children in the early years (Welsh government, 2015). A limitation to the use of this framework may be that it focuses heavily on the environment and interactions and may not directly measure child outcomes, information that is needed to improve the quality of provision and learning experiences for children. This information is required to enhance learning experiences, move learning forward and allows children to go on to reach their full potential (Welsh Government, 2021: UNICEF, 2016). 
A further advantage of the ECERS quality rating scale is that it can serve as a tool for self-reflection and improvement. According to Brock (2014) reflective practice is paramount for growth and development and guides practitioners in the next steps to be taken. Additionally, John Dewey, an American philosopher, claims that so much more can be learnt through reflection, allowing us to build knowledge and generate values. Educators and program administrators can use the results to make targeted improvements in their settings (Dewey, 1933). Reflective practice models are used widely to encourage self-reflection and evaluate what went well and what can be done to make improvements, these include, but are not limited to, Rolfe’s model of reflective practice (Smith, 2016) and Gibb’s reflective practice model (Markkanen, 2020). However, a limitation to the ECERS quality rating scale, as well as models for reflective practice, is that they can be time consuming, superficial and can become disconnected from the objective, something that is recognised by Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (2024) as a ‘problem with quality’. The ECERS scale continues to be used widely, however, several large-scale mixed method studies into the use of the SSTEW scale in early years settings have identified little to no impact on improving outcomes for children (Early et al, 2016; Brunsek et al, 2017; Gordon et al, 2015).
The SSTEW quality rating scale emphasizes the importance of sustained engagement, which can lead to more meaningful and effective interactions. Additionally, shared thinking and emotional well-being encourage educators and caregivers to create environments that promote collaborative learning and can foster positive social interactions (Howard, Siraj and Melhuish, 2020). The significance of child interactions with more knowledgeable others (MKO) in enhancing the learning of children was introduced by Lev Vygotsky, best known for his work in psychological development in children. Vygotsky believed that children could achieve so much more through positive interactions with adults and peers (Ahmed, 2024). This is recognised within the Welsh Governments new curriculum for Wales (CfW) which encourages enabling adults who are responsive, can tune in to the needs of the child and respond sensitively. However, in a small scale, mixed method study carried out by McLaughlin et al (2022) and observing sustained shared thinking in the learning environment, it was identified that children were having such diverse experiences. Some children had long periods of sustained shared thinking with both adults and peers, whilst other had little no interactions with either adults or peers. It was concluded that teachers and leaders should encourage the use of a range of data possibilities to encourage best outcomes for all stakeholders (McLaughlin et al, 2022). 
According to Howard, Sirajj and Melhuish (2020) the SSTEW scale encourages educators to be more mindful and responsive to children's emotional and cognitive needs, enhancing teacher-child relationships. An early year’s theorist who promoted the significance of strong relationships in supporting a child’s learning and development was John Bowlby, a British psychiatrist recognised for his pioneering work in child development and his attachment theory (Fletcher and Gallichan, 2016). Bowlby believed that strong relationships in early childhood can impact future behaviour and relationships in adult life (Fletcher and Gallichan, 2016). Furthermore, this is recognised within the CfW Four purposes for all learners in Wales, which encourages all children to be healthy, confident individuals who can form positive relationships based on trust and mutual respect (PACEY, no date). However, a limitation to this scale is that it relies heavily on adult involvement through observations, which can introduce subjectivity depending on the observer's perspectives, biases, and interpretation of behaviours (Howard, Siarj and Melhuish, 2020). This places accountability on the knowledge and experience on the staff working with children within the early years, however, the quality, or lack of, the early years workforce has been criticised in recent years (Nutbrown, 2012; Burns; 2020). 
This paper has outlined the importance of the early years and critically reflected on quality rating scales used widely within the early years sector. It is evident that extensive research supports that experiences within the earliest of years can lay the foundation for academic growth, life-long learning and holistic development (Welsh Government, 2024; Leadsom, 2020). Additionally, through measuring the quality of the early year’s environment practitioners can have a significant impact in providing children with the right support, encouragement and experiences that allow them to go on to reach their full potential (Birth to 5 matters, 2025; Welsh Government; 2023). It is also recognised within this paper that quality rating scales can be a useful tool for monitoring the quality of the environment and encouraging a practice that allows for reflection and growth (Eadie et al, 2024; Birth to 5 matters, 2025). As Brock (2014) highlights, reflective practice is paramount for growth and development and guides practitioners in the next steps to be taken. When searching for ‘quality’ it is important to be mindful of issues including the perspectives of all stakeholders, subjectivity and diversity. The superficial nature of the concept of ‘quality’ can encourage professionals to become disconnected from the objective (Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2024). It is the conclusion of this study that quality rating scales, such as, ECERS and SSTEW, can be valuable tools for improving early childhood programs. However, this requires careful implementation and further considerations to be truly effective. A range of data possibilities to assess quality should encouraged for the best outcomes for all stakeholders (McLaughlin et al, 2022). 
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