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Leadership and Management for Systems of Quality

Quality of care refers to the extent to which care services increase the likelihood of achieving desired outcomes (World Health Organization, no date). Moss (2016) describes quality as a concept that can be based on the values, beliefs and interests of an individual rather than an object. Also stating that quality is a choice made by the practitioners rather than considered as a necessity. When considering the early years, Eadie et al. (2022) believes quality can be split into three types: structural, process and system quality. Noting in the article that the early experiences children receive provide momentum for significant development and growth, this is what lays an initial foundation to guide their future learning. This is supported by Edwards (2021), who suggests the high quality experiences received within the setting fall into the category of process quality. Experiences which lead to learning and development benefits for young children. Structural quality is achieved through complying with statutory regulations and legislation provided by local authority and government policy (Slot, 2018). Although research suggests high-quality care and provision improves the development of a child, how to provide high quality provision is not clear for practitioners (Education Policy Institute, 2018).  
Whether an experience a child may have in the early childhood stages is positive or negative they all have a lasting effect on a young child (Morrissey, 2020). Research of high-quality early years provision notes the impact a good quality setting can have on a child’s learning outcomes and development for future learn. It is also suggested that a provision of high-quality benefits children from low-income families (Ofsted, 2023). It is reported that by the end of the reception year, children from disadvantaged backgrounds are on average 4.6 months behind their peers. Research of disadvantaged children moving through the education system states that the gap approximately doubles by the time a child reaches the end of primary school education (Education Endowment Foundation, 2024). Providing children from low-income families with high quality provision in the early years can help close the achievement gap they may face later in life (Jarvie and Jitendra, no date).  However, Hobbs and Mutebi (2021) states that this can only be possible when children receive early years education of a high quality coupled with parental engagement. 

In the research carried out for the document ‘Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years’ (REPEY) Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2002) puts emphasis on the benefits of using adult-child interactions in order to enhance cognitive and social development of a child by using sustained shared thinking coupled with open-ended questioning. The REPEY study looked at the need for an appropriate accessible curriculum design and adequate staff training to create impact that provides quality experiences during the early childhood education stages. This is supported by ‘The Effective Provision of Pre-School Education’ (EPPE), a project that was carried out over a long period of time. The project was the first major study to be carried out in England beginning in 1997 looking at the development of three to seven year olds finishing in 2004 expanding across six local authorities. Sylva et al. (2004) found that high quality early years settings were generating better outcomes for the children attending these types of settings, especially settings where practitioners received quality training in the field. They also noted in the study that timing of early years provision matters, meaning that early access to high quality environments could lead to better development for these children. Sylva et al. (2004) looked at the connection between early years provision and home environments for the children in the EPPE report. Ensuring parental engagement increases the progress made by the child.
Despite many early years practitioners showing remarkable professionalism, commitment and high standard of emotional competency, many early childhood education and care settings are not reaching the level of high quality care. This can be down to many reasons with the most common being low wages and difficult working conditions (Butler, 2016). Burnham (2016) notes in her book professional development are a factor needed in order to provide high quality early years provision. By offering support and continuous learning opportunities for all practitioners at the setting helps to keep everyone updated on the best practice while also providing opportunities for collaboration with other practitioners. Supervisions is a planned meeting between practitioner and manager to discuss performance standards and resolve work place issues that may rise between each supervision meeting. These sessions between practitioner and manager should allow the practitioner to feel supported and motivated in order to deliver good practice (Social Care Wales, 2017). When supervision meetings are of a high quality, practitioners have better commitment to their job and satisfaction to their work making the workplace environment a happy and enjoyable place for all staff (Waltham Forest Education, no date). In return the children of the setting receive higher levels of quality care from practitioners that feel valued and appreciated by management (Social Care Wales, 2025).
Williams (2016) notes quality is the collection of various policies, procedures, systems and both internal and external to organisations which are designed to accomplish, maintain and enhance the quality of early childhood environments and experiences. Many settings use external organisations to evaluate the quality of care provided by the practitioners of that setting. One well known organisation in Wales is Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW). An organisation that believes they are using the knowledge to drive improvement of settings, ensure services meet appropriate legislation as well as the regulatory requirements and respond to concerns that may be raised regarding settings and care services (Care Inspectorate Wales, no date). Campbell-Barr and Leeson (2016) note that although services such as CIW use inspectors with expertise in the area they are inspecting, they also only present one opinion and observations on a setting quality. One opinion can differ from another.

The ‘Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale’ (ECERS) is an assessment tool used to measure the environments children in the early years have access to and teacher led interactions that may affect the developmental needs of young children. This includes cognitive development, social and emotional needs and health and safety of the children (Coventry City Council, 2019). ECERS is split into six categories with thirty-five items to consider and observe while using the ECERS tool. The observe is given a seven point scale, during a three hour observation each item is scored following the scoring scale. Points are given for observation of each item and no interview process is used, although some items are marked with an asterisk indicating the observe may question the practitioner to gain a more rounded picture of the item in question (Harms et al., 2015).
The purpose of the ECERS tool is to measure the quality of environment provided to children by early years provisions with the applications expanding to support and influence policies (Gordan et al., 2014). The use of the ECERS tool can support the enhancement of quality practitioners provide in the early childhood education (Kaarby and Tandberg, 2023). These tools can give guidance to practitioners while they create engaging and impactful environments and experiences. Kaarby and Tandberg (2023) believe the ECERS can be an effective instrument for evaluating and improving early years environments. The ECERS gives practitioners an indication of the level of quality an environment has which enables the practitioner to adapt the environment to increase quality in turn creating engaging and impactful learning opportunities. 

Gordan et al. (2014) conducted a study into the effectiveness of the ECERS tool in order to determine the quality of an early childhood education setting. The study highlighted issues with the scoring systems used in the ECERS. They stated that the scoring system is not as effective as it does not always provide accurate assessment of an environment or interaction observed by the person making the observations.  

Another tool developed to assess the quality of interactions in early years educational environments was the ‘Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being’ scale (SSTEW) which looks at the quality of a setting based on various developmental theories and practices (Howard et al., 2018). Siraj et al. (2015) notes the focus area of the SSTEW is to emphasise the value of sustained shared thinking, calling emotional well-being a critical component of child development. The observer will assess the interactions between practitioner and the children, relationship formed between practitioners and the children as well as the families and outside organisations and assessing the practice used to enable support for the children and their emotional growth. Learning Journal (no date) describe sustained shared thinking as an interaction between two or more people where they work together while looking to solve different problems and analyse various concepts. This process can happen in any environment, all it requires is for all participants to be fully active and engage in the activity showing genuine interest in solving the problem at hand. Hoare (no date) states that SSTEW scales should be implemented by practitioners with knowledge on child development and what provision is needed to enhance that development. 
Brodie (no date) acknowledges the need for enticing resources, enabling environments and engaging activities while creating a high quality early childhood educational setting. However, she believes that using techniques such as sustained shared thinking is a crucial marker to high quality provision. Sustained shared thinking relies partly on effective communication between practitioners and children. Children use the words and gestures given by the practitioner to respond to the action or conversation using knowledge from previous encounters (Brodie, 2014). However, how effective a practitioner communicates with the children in the setting can have an effect on the SSTEW determining the quality of their abilities to use the tool adequately. Using the SSTEW scale as an effective tool in practice is beneficial for the children, however Education Endowment Foundation (2024) states practitioners can often engage more effectively with learners reaching their potential rather than with learners who may find it more difficult to focus on a task or activity for a period of time. Education Endowment Foundation (2024) suggests using shared attention can improve the quality of sustained shared thinking received by all types of learners, research that is supported by the REPEY report (Siraj et al., 2002). Shared attention is done by a practitioner showing genuine interest in the play of a child or creating exciting activities to catch the attention of learners, by also ensuring to engage with all types of learners giving all children access to high quality early years provision.

In order to determine the level of quality in various early years educational settings, observers of both the SSTEW scale and ECERS should consider statutory standards of care as well as non-statutory that show good practice within settings (Siraj et al., 2019). National Minimum Standards give an early years provision an indication of the standard they are required to follow, although practitioners who go above and beyond these minimum standards often provide a higher quality of care for the children attending the settings (Welsh Government, 2023). In a research study carried out by Siraj et al. (2019) they found that both the SSTEW and ECER scales captured the level of quality at a setting. However, both scales captured different aspects of quality suggesting that the SSTEW and ECER scales are better when used together rather than choosing one scale in order to enhance the quality of educational early years environments. 
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